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The Double Edged Sword of Laughter:
Memorialism of the Jewish Holocaust Through Humor and Comedies
Samantha Whittle ‘21 – Excerpts from Samantha’s Senior Honors Thesis in Comparative Literature (Defense Scheduled for May 13th, 2021)
Advised by Professor Robert Tobin, Professor Shelly Tenenbaum and Professor Frances Tanzer
Holocaust humor continues to shock the public 75 years after the liberation of the concentration camps. The very idea that there could be anything 
comical in the experience of the fascist menace that was National Socialism and its greatest crime is astonishing, particularly when approached from 
the popular perspective. This narrative argues that the Holocaust and its many characters are easily delineated between “good” and “bad,” a textbook 
example of true, unadulterated evil and its predation on pure innocence–followed, of course, by the rescue of this innocence and a restoration of the 
world to entirely “good,” with no traces of the “bad” left behind. This is certainly the version purported by critically acclaimed Hollywood films on the 
Jewish Holocaust, such as Schindler’s List and Sophie’s Choice. And with this narrative in mind, it is hardly a surprise that the thought of laughter is ap-
palling–the suffering of the innocent, and their rescue by a knight in shining armor are not the subjects of laughter. So why is it that, resting alongside 
Schindler’s List in the library of Holocaust literature, there are countless novels and films with the express purpose of laughing within the context of the 
Holocaust?
...
Holocaust humor originated as a Jewish coping mechanism by the Third Reich’s targets both during and immediately following the Ho-
locaust, signifying Holocaust humor as an affirmation of life and dignity, as well as a therapeutic approach to traumatic healing. How-
ever, as survivors have passed on–thus making film and literature ever more crucial in remembering this mass atrocity–the uncritical 
and decontextualized Americanization of Holocaust humor in modern film and literature has instead resulted in the widespread distri-
bution and normalization of antisemitic ideals in the modern era, thus producing a result counterproductive to its original intent. 
Thus, humor can be considered to have four possible intentions: laughter to reinforce social norms; laughter to challenge social norms; laughter as an escape; and laughter as nihilistic resignation. Finally, a distinction between two approaches within 
each category must be made: laughing at others or laughing at oneself. This distinction is what makes an expression of the comic “good” or not, according to Freud and Critchley (Critchley 96).  Their concept of a joke being “good” or not is adapted 
into the context of the Holocaust humor debate as being the primary conflict: in this sense, a “good” Holocaust joke is that which does not laugh at those suffering–which, at first glance, no prevalent Holocaust comedy actually does.
Humor and jokes were extraordinarily amongst prisoners in concentration camps, and play a major role in many first person accounts and memoirs. What these stories reveal is that so long as one could find the humor in social incongruity, in a place as 
hellish as the concentration camps, there was the opportunity to have a moment’s reprieve–and that moment could be the difference between the attitude of a musulman and a prisoner determined to do all in their power to survive. This laughter 
aimed at minimizing the experience, at distancing the Holocaust, and at satirizing the absurd nature of antisemitism. But their laughter was informed, their laughter was personal, their laughter was in spite of tears: “It was insiders’ humor. Can this 
tragic form of humor be transposed into film media without betraying it?” (Klein 18).
The Great Dictator (1940) Charlie Chaplin This Way for the Gas, Ladies and Gentlemen (1948) Tadeusz The Producers (1967) Maus (1983-91) Art Life is Beautiful (1997) Roberto Benigni Look Who’s Back (2012) Timur Vermes
The Great Dictator can be seen as a call to arms, Borowski Mel Brooks Spiegelman Benigni relies explicitly on the tropes of the Americanized Holocaust con- The premise is, as is par for the course with 
a necessary one given the dire situation in Tadeusz Borowski wrote some of the most painful Holocaust narra- But what truly made This graphic novel sciousness, rather than using humor to examine the circumstances of the Holocaust humor, absurd. Adolf Hitler magi-
Europe. But the final scene of The Great Dictator Shoah and its impact not on American ethics, but on the victims and cally wak -tives imaginable, drenched in cruel ironies. This story in particular Brooks struggle to find cannot be deemed a es up in a parking lot in 2012 Ger
changes its entire message. Despite Chaplin’s tells a disturbing account of Birkenau that is laced with hyperbolic a film and production true comedy by any their descendants themselves. Despite the film’s accolades, it failed to many, unscathed and unaged. As more 
claims that the film was made for the Jewish translate any multidimensional understanding of the Holocaust in its people feel comfortable laughing along with irony. This story would not be considered a true comedy or satire by company was his incor- definition, but it is criti-
people, the film ignores the problem of antisemi- er, it is the inclusion of dry, painful iron poration of humor into actual form. the supposed satirist, more people begin to American standards. Howev y cal to examine the pub-
tism, and reduces the threat of the Third Reich to that forces the reader to face the true horrors of the Holocaust. National Socialism. Or lic’s reaction to it. Train of Life (1998) Radu Mihăileanu feel comfortable in blurring the lines be-
purely the fascist regime, instead of a larger, more tween satire and reality.Mr. Theodore Mundstock (1963) Ladislav Fuks rather, it might be Spiegelman’s decision The story very much features an ensemble cast, although the village 
insidious system. better to describe The to tell his father’s story fool, Schlomo, acts as the audience’s guide. The choice to feature a Fuks takes a familiar nihilistic approach, as Mundstock’s mental Jojo Rabbit (2019) Taika Waititi
Producers as a comedy through the medium of shtetl is reflective of Mihăileanu’s Yiddish background, relying upon the By balancing the comedy of the Nazi adults health gradually unravels due to his helpless nature. This tragic irony 
To Be or Not to Be (1942) Ernst Lubitsch with elements of the a comic strip was the classic stereotypes such as Schlomo the schnorrer, to create a framework with the gestapo’s serious presence, Waiti-is the most defining characteristic of the novel’s theme–Mundstock 
This approach seems at first to be an act of com- Holocaust. But Nazism’s primary target of that instantly creates distinct identities for the audience. In his use of ti’s film does not trivialize the crimes of the desperately seeks to control his destiny, but the only possible way he 
pletely removing the Holocaust from the equation antisemitism, concen- Maus’s critiques, due to these stereotypes, Mihăileanu actually opens up the opportunity to break Nazi regime, and instead emphasizes it. can wrest control is through delusions.
of World War II and its atrocities, a concerning im- tration camps, and Ho- the inherent association them down. The Jewish humor of the film is easily enjoyed, but not so But is it enough to place all of Nazism’s Jacob the Liar (1969) Jurek Becker
plication. However, Lubitsch’s approach  results in locaust are not men- of the comic style with easily understood. Its reliance on stereotypes is not only a characteristic brutal reality into one gestapo member? The source of Becker’s incorporation of comedy is similar to that of 
a far more rounded approach. The film carefully tioned. In a movie and visual comedy, which is of Jewish humor, but of antisemitic humor. Deertz may behave as the human embodi-Ernst Lubitsch, for critically, it is not the plot that is comedic, but 
balances a blend of farcical and satirical elements musical centered only further cemented Jakob the Liar (1999) Peter Kassovitz ment of the monstrous results of un-rather the characters who litter the plot itself. Becker’s narrative 
with the tragedy of Warsaw’s destruction. around Hitler, this is a by the term itself, Upon further examination, the film does not lack Americanization–rather, checked antisemitism, but there is hardly a tone itself seems to not only give permission, but encourage the 
crucial decision to have “comic.” its failure to live up to the novel is predicated upon the choice to Ameri- connection made between Deertz’s inherent reader to laugh–even when describing actions that are themselves 
left this out of the nar- canize certain elements and leave the European Jewish humor in others. wickedness and antisemitism, as antisemi-rather simple and unhumorous, Becker takes a conversational tone, 
rative, and implies in- tism is made out to be silly and harmless.and insists that the reader consider the possibilities to find light.
tentionality. 
There has never been a time in Holocaust memory where laughter could not be found, and thus, comedy is not only inextricable when examining Holocaust historiography and literature, but it cannot be pushed to the side as irrelevant or 
too offensive to examine. And further, its capacity to provide not only liberation, but comfort, therapeutic healing, and community cannot be overlooked in spite of its controversial nature. In fact, maybe it is those possibilities of laughter 
combined with its controversial nature that gives it such a great prospects to impact the narrative of the Holocaust: “Said [Mel] Brooks: ‘If I get up on the soapbox and wax eloquently, it’ll be blown away in the wind. But if I do ‘Springtime 
for Hitler’, it’ll never be forgotten’” (Lipman 240). But comedy is and always will be imperfect. It is far too easy for the words of humor to be given multiple meanings, and not just in the suggestive form of double entendres, but in the 
forms of satire, irony, and self-deprecation that are most frequently used in Holocaust humor.Literature and film are some of the most important tools that exist in educating the greater public about atrocities, but solely art cannot be 
relied upon to enact social change. Comedy is far too easily manipulated for any purpose, regardless of the auteur’s intent, and thus must be treated as a source with deeply problematic repercussions in spite of comedy’s positive impact 
for many. Holocaust comedy thus cannot be relied upon for Holocaust consciousness in any significant, broader circumstances, but, if approached with a self-aware, critical, and educated eye, can still hold positive benefits in understand-
ing the Holocaust and its survivors in a unique, nuanced light.
